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attend to the discoveries of persons outside its own ranks.
Medicine had immense prestige, and regarded chemistry
as socially inferior. The conventional view of the status of
chemistry relative to other intellectual activities is seen in
Francis Homer's comments on Davy in 1802, He wrote:
"I have since met Davy in company, and was much pleased
with him; a great softness and propriety of manner, which
might be cultivated into elegance, his physiognomy struck
me as being superior to what the science of chemistry, on
its present plan, can afford exercise for."
Davy did not abandon his intention to graduate as a
medical doctor until he was twenty-nine years old, and had
already for two years been one of the two secretaries of the
Royal Society, during which time he was registered as an
undergraduate and kept terms at Cambridge ; a situation
which appears incredible to-day. He accepted Beddoes*
invitation to Clifton on the understanding that he would be
able to acquire clinical experience during his work for the
Pneumatical Institution.
The debt of chemistry to physiology is to-day frequently
forgotten. The money which financed Davy's first pro-
fessional research was subscribed for medical objects; the
prestige of medicine provided a shelter for chemical research
even when its pride prevented the acceptance of the products
of this research.
After his success with nitrous oxide Davy attempted to
respire various gases, including hydrocarbonate, or water-
gas, made by passing steam over charcoal. Of the latter he
writes: "After the second inspiration, I lost all power of
perceiving external things, and had no distinct sensation
except a terrible oppression on the chest. During the third
expiration, this feeling disappeared, I seemed sinking into
annihilation, and had just power enough to drop the mouth-
piece from my unclosed lips. ... On recollecting myself, I
faintly articulated 'I do not think I shall die/ He felt his
pulse and found it thread-like and excessively quick. He
staggered into the garden and collapsed on the grass. He
asked for nitrous oxide, and reports that he believed himself
relieved. After a very bad afternoon, when he noted his